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IMPROVING FARMING 
PRACTICES IN FLOOD-
PRONE AREAS IN THE 
SOLOMON ISLANDS
Elmah Panisi Sese
In the Solomon Islands, when one of Guadalcanal’s lead 
farmers lost his farm to flooding in 2014, a number of  
NGOs began supporting his farm’s rehabilitation. John Maeli 
planted new seedlings and started implementing climate-smart 
agriculture practices. Soon the rebuilding process had 
transformed his farm into a demonstration area and training  
hub for other farmers concerned about climate change and 
eager to learn more resilient practices.
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Climate resilient farming practices
The Solomon Islands’ Government, through the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock (MAL) and the 
local Guadalcanal Provincial Government, took special 
interest in John’s farm because he was considered one of 
three lead farmers on Guadalcanal, and local farmers 
regularly visited him for advice. In the wake of the 2014 
flooding, Kastom Gaden Association, a local NGO,  
and ROC Taiwan Farm, a Taiwanese demonstration 
and training farm in the Solomon Islands, began 
providing seedlings to John. They also helped him  
to establish nurseries on his farm of guava, eggplant, 
fruit trees and root crops to help expand his production. 
The organisations also provided him with technical 
advice when he needed it. 
At the same time, Live & Learn, another local NGO 
which provides agricultural training in the Solomon 
Islands, began facilitating connections between John 
and other local farmers through its Food Security 
programme which organises “Look and Learn” field 
trips. Through this activity, Live & Learn was able to 
provide more farmers with free resources, such as 
nursery trays and bush knives, and training and 
technical advice on fertiliser use and natural repellents 
from John’s farm.
One training course provided from John’s farm that 
proved particularly popular among local farmers was  
Guadalcanal Island is known as the food basin of the Solomon Islands. East Guadalcanal has the largest 
plain or flat area suitable for farming in the country, 
however the plains are prone to flooding. In 1986, 
Cyclone Namu brought rice farming in the plains to  
an end and brought the country’s economy to its knees. 
The western side does not have much flat land, but  
there are still two big farms plus many smaller farms. 
The biggest threat to these farms is flash flooding.
John Maeli, a local farmer in west Guadalcanal, was 
heavily affected during the 2014 flash flooding which 
swept away his village, destroying his house and parts 
of the farm which he had established in 1998 with his 
wife, Clotilda. Yet with the help of local and 
international NGOs and agencies, John has not only 
continued to farm but has expanded his production 
from 8 to 12 hectares and is now sharing farming 
practices that will make other local farms more  
resilient to future flooding.
According to John, the farm is costly to run but 
goodwill and the establishment of good relationships 
with the community helps to sustain the whole 
operation. John is making a lot of money from the  
sale of fruits and vegetables at his farm. Due to high 
production, John is also able to create job opportunities 
for students who can do little jobs at the farm like 
bagging the fruits in plastic bags, and picking and 
weeding on the farm.
Cover An eggplant plot  
at the Takaboru Knowledge 
Hub, Guadalcanal,  
Solomon Islands
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Inspired by John, one local farmer has implemented 
many of the practices demonstrated at his farm, and 
has added betel nut trees alongside guava trees, root 
crops and vegetables. Another farmer from Ulawa  
in the Makira province added other crops and fruit 
trees, like betel nut and guava, on the edges of his 
plots of eggplant, cabbage and potato after visiting 
John’s farm. Since then, John has continued to 
support this farmer by sending him guava seedlings 
to plant. Other smallholder farmers near John’s farm 
have also tried to use the same practices as John, 
because they know the techniques can help them to 
expand their farming operations for increased 
income, and help protect crops during periods of 
flash flooding.
John looks out for opportunities to network and build 
relationships with the local community. When people 
come to visit the farm, he always tries to give them 
something to take away, whether it’s a fruit or a root 
crop cutting. Sometimes people bring cuttings from 
their farms to exchange with John which he is then 
able to experiment with. In a year, with support from 
Kastom Gaden Association and ROC Taiwan Farm, 
he produces 70,000 to 80,000 cuttings, ready for 
planting, selling and distribution. He sells these 
low-cost planting materials to local farmers, 
individuals and schools. John also sells and distributes 
guava, cassava and banana varieties to 37 farmers. 
Looking to the future
At John’s farm there is no training venue and 
materials, such as booklets and guides, are lacking. 
The farmers learn better when they hear and at the 
same time see and do things, giving handouts with a 
lot of words to read has discouraged some. It has been 
suggested that giving them pocket cards or by using 
simple charts with drawings, diagrams and numbered 
steps would help them to learn better.
John feels that he needs more support from the 
network of trainers at ROC Taiwan Farm, Kastom 
Gaden and Live & Learn, so that he can better 
on ‘alley cropping’. In alley cropping, crops like potato, 
cassava and other root crops are planted on straight rows 
or mounds, while Gliricidia trees are planted along the 
channel between the mounds. This means that the 
Gliricidia leaves then fall into the middle of the rows  
and improve the soil fertility by acting as mulch. John 
practices alley cropping but with guava trees, which 
provide about 60% of his income.
Another farming practice taught by Live & Learn, 
though not common in Guadalcanal, is contour farming. 
This system is usually practiced on hilly areas, whereby 
vetiver grass is planted to hold the soil together and 
reduce the impact of landslides. Vegetables are planted 
inside the rows of grass. 
Three tier cropping was another technique taught by 
Live & Learn, which helps to reduce environmental and 
agricultural degradation. Using this system, a farmer 
begins by planting tall tree crops like coconut, breadfruit, 
cutnut or inikori and then plants shorter tree crops like 
banana, sugarcane and guava. Finally, low-ground 
crops like cassava, potato, yam and taro are planted. 
The idea of three tier cropping is that the taller crops act 
as windbreakers during cyclones and protect the lower 
crops from the storm, ensuring that farmers continue  
to have access to food even during natural disasters.
In 2015, a group of farmers from East Guadalcanal 
villages visited John’s farm and were impressed by the 
tree cropping and mixed cropping methods he used. 
This model not only maximised space on the farm but  
it also helped to control weeds. While mixed crops like 
cabbage, eggplant and beans can be washed away by 
floods, tree crops usually survive and enable farmers  
to recover financially. 
John’s farm is still popular among local people, and in 
2017 he had 120 visitors. As a result, John’s methods of 
farming have been replicated in several villages in East 
Guadalcanal. “The model that John is using at his farm 
is suitable for this country as for many of us who live in 
flood prone areas, tree cropping and mixed cropping 
farming will be improve resilience where we live; this is 
eye opening, I have never tried it before,” explained one 
visiting farmer.
Above left Mixed cropping 
with guava trees, tomatoes, 
capsicum and eggplant 
 
Above right Visitors at 
Maeli’s farm stand  
among the pineapples,  
guava and banana trees
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explain things and provide resources to those who  
ask for them when NGO officials are not around.
In terms of funding to meet other needs like labour, 
transport and equipment costs, the local government, 
through MAL, could consider providing money to the 
project in the future. 
John’s farm has expanded but more land is taken up by 
demonstrations so there is not enough space for crop 
rotation and fallow. Pests and diseases force the use of 
chemicals and pesticides. John wants to allow more of  
his land to rest and recover in the future.
As the farm has expanded, John has increased his 
nurseries, seedlings and cuttings from 50,000 to 
70,000/80,000 per year. However, using natural 
alternatives cannot fully protect the farm from pests  
and diseases, and in some sections of the farm, John has 
planted marigold flowers because the pests don’t like the 
smell of the flower. In a farm 10 km away, the farmer 
soaks tobacco sticks overnight and the next day sprays 
his Chinese cabbages and other vegetables with the 
solution. Mixing red hot chilli with water and soap is 
another natural method for killing pests such as fruit 
flies. On short rows of cabbages and beans, John will 
walk through the crops and try to kill the pests with his 
hands but this is extremely time consuming.
Conclusion
Stakeholders like Live & Learn, Kastom Gaden, ROC 
Taiwan Farm and MAL play a very important role in 
assisting farmers like John, who live and farm in 
flood-prone areas, especially to restart their farms after 
disasters. Live & Learn facilitates the training of the 
farmers and provides tools like hoes, knives, spades, 
seeds; Kastom Garden provides seedlings, seeds and 
training; ROC Taiwan Farm provides guava seedlings 
and pawpaw and provides ongoing support and training 
on how to look after these plants. John can also seek their 
advice whenever he needs it.
John and the farmers who live in flood-prone areas 
would like to encourage other farmers to use the tree 
cropping mix and the alley cropping methods because 
they maximise space, improve soil fertility, control 
weeds, keep the soil moist and, most importantly, they 
improve the chance of crops being safe in times of 
flooding. 
John has come a long way with his farm since the 
challenges he initially faced when his home and farm 
were washed away. In the future, he can expect some of 
his crops to survive in times of disaster and even provide 
for those who one day find themselves in an unfortunate 
situation like the one he found himself in. Therefore, in 
the west and east of Guadalcanal, tree cropping and 
mixed cropping is sustainable both economically and 
environmentally. The farmers have continued to talk 
and improve upon the methods they have been taught  
in training and they continue to adapt to their 
environment.
Elmah Panisi Sese works as 
Country Manager, Live & Learn 
Solomon Islands. 
Email: elmah.panisi@livelearn.org
This is one of the results of the process started by the 
“Capitalization of Experiences for Greater Impact in  
Rural Development” project, implemented by CTA,  
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Above left Vetiver grass, 
planted on the side as a 
natural fence, is also used 
for mulching 
 
Above right John Maeli 
explains his mixed cropping 
technique to many visitors
